This study is a cross-cultural investigation of the impact of Nigerian women's timing of marriage on their marital stability. Gross nuptiality tables and multiple decrement nuptiality tables are constructed based on census data, to examine the regional variations in the nuptiality patterns of Nigerian women across the six geo-political zones in the country. Methodological aspects of the model used in constructing the multiple decrement nuptiality was based on the assumption that re-entrants into marital union is not allowed. The results indicate that girl-child marriage and later-marriage increase the risk of marital dissolution. Various recommendations for policy interventions aimed at improving the marital stability of Nigerian women are stated.
INTRODUCTION
The age and rates of marriage formation, and its disruption are directly related to change in population composition, and the effective length of reproductive periods. There is therefore a necessity to examine the trends in marriage patterns and their changes for the female population in Nigeria. Marriage is universal and is the main social arrangement within which cohabitation and childbearing are encouraged by most society, (Cochrane et al, 1990; Jain, 1969) . The universality of marriage in Nigeria is probably a reflection of the social and economic security marriage is perceived to provide. Marriage is generally deemed to mark the individuals' entry into reproductive activities, (National Population Commission, 1998) .
Formal education has a great influence on age-at-first-marriage and fertility, (Omu et al, 1986 , Aborampah, 1987 . Dissolution of marital unions exerts a negative influence on the reproductive scenario of married population, (Schoen et al, 1974) . Separation, divorce and widowhood represent withdrawals from the married population, which tend to diminish the population to which births are likely to occur, and thereby change the structure, needs and functions of households. (Naushin et al, 1975) . One of the most important demographic variables is marital status. Rate of marital dissolution when combined with age-at-first-marriage provides a means of investigating the extent to which timing of marriage is conducive to females' marital stability.
Nuptiality study deals with the frequency of marriages; with the characteristics of persons, united in marriage; and the dissolution of such unions, (Shryock et al, 1976) . It is the rate of marriage formation and its dissolution among a population. Nuptiality patterns of women have rarely interested most researchers in developing countries due to lack of data on the subject, (Omideyi, 1986) . Nevertheless some researchers in this field have made contributions on this subject, (Mertens, 1965; Naushin et al, 1975; Olusanya, 1982; Hajnal, 1953; Islam et al, 1998; Ephraim, 1999) .
This study has its objectives in investigating the regional variations in nuptiality pattern, and in examining the influence of age-at-marriage on the marital stability of women across the social-cultural regions in Nigeria. The demographic tools employed for these purpose are: (i) Gross nuptiality table, to describe the incidence of marriage among single female population. (ii) Multiple decrement nuptiality tables, to determine the inter-regional differences in marital stability of married female population.
DATA
The data for this study are extracted from the 1991 population census conducted by the National Population Commission, Nigeria. The data are on marital status of female populations. The twelve states used in this study were selected from the six geopolitical zones, with two states from each zone. Cluster random sampling technique was employed in the selection of the states for this study. It is proposed that the two states selected from each zone reflect the nuptiality pattern of the region.
The selected states are Bauchi and Yobe from Northeast, Kano and Sokoto from Northwest, Benue and Niger states from Northcentral. From Southeast zone, Anambra and Imo States , Osun and Ondo states from Southwest, and Akwa-Ibom and Edo from South-south zone.
SOCIO-CULTURAL CONTEXT OF MARRIAGE IN
NIGERIA In all the six geo-political zones in Nigeria, the predominant religion and cultural practices of the people in the region have great implications on the nuptiality pattern of female population of the region. The six geopolitical zones in Nigeria are: Northeast, Northwest, North-central, Southeast, Southwest and South-south. All the states in each zone have similarities in terms of religious and cultural practices. Examining the nuptiality patterns of the six zones, therefore, will give a crosscultural differences in the nuptiality pattern of female population in Nigeria. In Northeast and Northwest, generally Islam is the predominant religion and female child marriage is prevalent in these zones, (Reham, 1984 , Isiugo-Abanihe et al, 1993 . Early marriage in these zones arose from cultural influences that encourage daughter's marriage after her first menarche. The census data reported a substantial number of female marriages in the ageinterval 10-14 in these northern zones. Female children are rarely given opportunity by their parents to have formal education before they are given in marriage, (Alabi, 1990) . This makes school enrolment of young females very low in the northern part of Nigeria. Maternal mortality and the general physiological impairment that tend to accompany early marriage, and a high frequency of child bearing, characterised female marriages in these zones, (Ampofo et al, 1990 , Kamara, 1991 Wall, 1998) . Islamic religion favours polygamy, therefore many married women in these zones are involved in polygamy. The states in the Northcentral zone exhibit a slight diversity in religious and cultural practices as opposed to the other two northern zones with an indication of slightly lower rates of female child marriages. Marriages in this region are fairly more stable with an evidence of lesser marital instability as compared with the other two northern zones (Solivetti, 1994) .
Single females in South-south zone enter into marital unions earlier than their counterparts in Southeast zone, but with slightly higher rate of marital instability. In the Southwest zone mainly populated by the Yorubas, marriage is relatively late due to the high level of education among single female populations, (Weiss et al, 1985) . Polygamy is also practiced by the Yorubas, but not as pronounced as in the three northern zones. Later marriage is also common among the Southeastern females, which apart from high female education, may also be ascribable to the culture of high bridewealth that is normally demanded from prospective husbands by brides' family, (Isiugo-Abanihe, 1995) . The predominant religion in Southeast and South-south is christianity, which frowns at the culture of polygamy, therefore polygamy is rare in these two southern zones. Marriages in Southeast are relatively most stable, with an evidence of lowest number of marital disruption from the census data.
In all the six zones, it is obvious from the census data that marriage is a universal phenomenon among female populations in Nigeria, with an evidence of very few or no female singles at advanced age.
NUPTIALITY TABLE
One of the most refined statistical tools used for the purpose of studying the nuptiality pattern is the nuptiality table, (Naushin et al, 1975) . Nuptiality table generates the life history of a hypothetical cohort of single persons assumed to have been born at the same time, subjected to cause of decrement due to marriages and deaths occurring at different ages, (Jordan, 1952) . When marriage is used as an attrition force of decrement on single population, the resulting table is referred to as Gross nuptiality table.
In this study, age-interval 10-14 is taken as the minimum age at marriage since the 1991 census reported substantial number of married females in the age group.
Marriages over fifty-five are quite insignificant in Nigerian society. In the construction of nuptiality tables for this study, nuptiality span has therefore been taken as 10 to 54 years for single females. Explanation of the various columns of the constructed gross nuptiality tables are given in the footnotes.
4.1. Estimation of nupitality rates from the census data In estimating nuptiality rates for Nigerian females, the proportions single are the basic data needed from the census data. The methodology developed by Mertens (1965) , for the estimation of nuptiality rates has been followed in constructing the gross nuptiality tables. The independent rates of nuptiality indicating the probability of first marriage between ages x and x+n for single females are computed from equation (1). X 5 n : Five year nuptiality rate i.e. the probability that a female single at age x will marry during the next five years. A prime is used to designate proportions and not to indicate derivative. Once the nuptiality rates have been obtained, the appropriate gross nuptiality tables are not difficult to construct.
Presentation and interpretations of the constructed gross nuptiality tables
The constructed gross nuptiality tables for female singles in Nigeria based on the 1991 census data are presented in tables 1 to 12. Number of singles marrying at age X nLx:
GROSS NUPTIALITY TABLES FOR FEMALE SINGLES IN SOUTH-EAST ZONE
Number of single females years lived as never married in the age interval (x, x+5) Tx
Total number of years lived as single after age x
Average number of years of single life remaining to a single female at age x
The following points are highlighted from a critical study of the nuptiality tables:
The constructed gross nuptiality tables for single females show variation from zone to zone which could be a reflection of the social-cultural and heterogeneity of the population. In all the geopolitical zones considered, the proportion of married females rises with age, peaking around age-interval 20-29, after which there is a gradual decline in the proportion married.
(ii) From the gross nuptiality tables, the three northern zones have relatively high nuptiality rates for single females at age-internal 10-14 years when compared with the three southern zones, but with a sharp decline after age 30. This is an indication that northern females tend to marry earlier than their counterparts in the southern regions. For single females in the Southeast, Southwest and South-south, the nuptiality rates are initially small, but increase gradually until they reached a maximum at age group 25-29, after which they gradually decline. The nuptiality rates at the age-group 10-14 years are relatively the lowest in Southeastern states, implying a low rate of girl-child marriage in the zone.
The average expected years of single life to first marriage for single females at different ages ) ( 0 x e as provided in the last column of the gross nuptiality tables revealed that the mean age at marriage was the highest in Southeast, followed by Southwest, South-south, Northcentral, Northeast and Northwest. The low mean age at marriage in the age-group 10-14 among single females in the northern zones could be ascribed to the tradition of early marriage in the zones, particularly in the Northwest zone which has the lowest mean age at marriage, an indication of the highest rate of girl-child marriage in the zone.
(iv)
It could be inferred that the mean age at marriage for single females in the age-group 10-14, as shown in the constructed gross nuptiality tables, for Northeast, Northwest and Northcentral ranges from 14.7 to 16.4 years, and for Southeast, Southwest and South-south mean age at marriage ranges from 18 to 21.7 years. Previous investigation revealed that the mean age at first marriage for single females has increased slightly overtime. (Omu et al, 1986; Kuteyi, 1988; Isiugo-Abanihe et al, 1993) . This development might be ascribed to the government policy on educating young females free for primary school education. School enrolment for young females has improved, and education being directly related to age at first marriage has increased with rapid socioeconomic change, (Kuteyi, 1988) .
DISSOLUTION OF MARITAL UNION AMONG MARRIED FEMALE NIGERIANS
Pattern of marital dissolution is one of the basic indicators of a population's social structure. In this segment of the study, the objective is to determine the probabilities of eventual exit from married status due to separation, divorce and widowhood, and to examine the regional differences in rates of marital dissolution of married females.
Such differences not only have meaning in the study of fertility but also in the study of sociological and medical problems associated with marital disruption.
The differences also have implications on the economic factors, which affect the supply of labour among married women, and the relation of dependency to marital adjustment of the persons or members of the family concerned. Examining the regional differences of the rate of marital dissolution will invariably shed light on marital stability of married females across the six geo-political zones.
Description of the categories of female marital
status The data on female marital status, extracted from the 1991 population census data are, classified by age, state and marital status. The data are at age-interval of five years, with age-interval 10-14 as the minimum ageinterval at which marriage could occur for the single females. All female respondents enumerated during the census fell into one of the five categories of marital status: (i) Never married (ii) Married (iii) Separated (iv) Divorced (v) Widowed.
In this section of the study, emphasis is laid on the married, separated, divorced and widowed category of women, in order to analyse the regional differences of marital stability among married females across the six geo-political zones in Nigeria. The descriptions of the categories of marital status of female respondents according to the National Population Commission are highlighted below: Married: Female respondents categorised as married are those who had a living spouse at the time of the enumeration, irrespective of whether the spouse was at home at the time of interview or away from home. This includes all heterosexual union, but excludes the practices of polyandry, animism and other traditional beliefs.
Separated: Married women in this category are those that had been previously married, but the couple has been separated by judicial, religious or customary processes of law or by mutual agreement of the partners. Divorced: Divorced status unlike the separated implies the legal, customary, or religious termination of a marital union. Women whose marital unions have been terminated and who are legally free to remarry but have not done so are described as divorced.
Widowed: This category of female respondents is those whose husbands have died and have not subsequently remarried.
(National Population Commission, p. 106-107).
Multiple decrement table
Multiple decrement table has found its application in various demographic fields, ranging from the study of pattern of termination of contraceptive to the study of contraceptive effectiveness, (Balakrishnan et al, 1970; Potter, 1963; Freedman et al, 1969) . Application of multiple decrement techniques on married female cohort will shed light on the process of transformation from married status to the dissolution of marriage, and thereby gain insight into the regional variations in females' marital stability.
A multiple process is one in which individuals have more than one mode of exit. According to Jordan (1952) , a multiple decrement table is a mathematical model which assumes a large body of lives subject to several independent causes of decrement which are operating continuously. The body of lives forms a closed group, there being no new entrants and no re-entrants after the operation of various decrements, (Alistair, 1979) . The initials are married women who are exposed to the risks of separation, divorce and widowhood.
5.3.
Functions of multiple decrement nuptiality : q i x n the probability of leaving the married cohort due to cause 'i' in the age interval (x, x + n), for a woman who reached age x. 
Presentation of the constructed multiple decrement nuptiality tables The constructed multiple decrement nuptiality tables for married females for the twelve states selected across the six geo-political zones in Nigeria are presented in tables 13 to 24. The selected states are the same states used in the nuptiality tables with, the purpose of making comparison between the gross nuptiality tables and the multiple decrement tables in order to examine the implication of timing of marriage on the marital stability of the married females.
Once the age-specific probabilities of exit from married status for each of the three causes have been obtained, the appropriate tables are not difficult to construct. Interpretation of the various columns in the multiple decrement tables are also given in the footnotes after table 24. Table 15 AKWA-IBOM Table 19 BENUE This is an indication that marriages become more stable around ageinterval 25-29. Conversely, the probability of eventual exit from married status due to widowhood is initially small, but increases with age until around age 70 after which there is a decline in widowhood. This might be due to the fact that after age 70, greater percentage of married women must have died.
MULTIPLE DECREMENT TABLES FOR MARRIED FEMALES IN SOUTH-EAST ZONE

MULTIPLE DECREMENT TABLES FOR MARRIED FEMALES IN SOUTH-SOUTH ZONE
LTIPLE DECREMENT TABLES FOR MARRIED FEMALES IN NORTH-CENTRAL ZONE
(ii)
The rate of marital dissolution due to separation is lowest in Southeast. This might be attributable to the culture of high bride-price in the zone, which makes it difficult for husbands to separate from their wives, since the cost of marrying another wife is expensive.
The probability of exit from married status due to divorce is the highest in Northeast followed by Northwest, Northcentral, South-south, Southwest, and is the lowest in Southeast. This suggests that marriages are more stable in Southeast compared to other zones. The high rate of divorce in the three northern zones might be due to the culture of child marriage that is prevalent in the zones, since most adolescent married females could be physiologically and psychologically immature to manage marital challenges. Previous scientific investigations on this issue show that early marriage is associated with marital disruption, (Isiugo-Abanihe et al, 1993) . (iv) Generally, the probability of exit due to widowhood is the highest among the three causes of marital dissolution. Particularly, it is the highest in Southeast, and is the lowest in Northeast. It can therefore, be inferred that married females in Southeast have the highest tendency of early widowhood compared with other zones. This might be attributable to the wide age-gap that usually exists between married couples in Southeast. (v) From the multiple decrement nuptiality tables, the summary of the probability of eventual exit from married status due to the three modes of decrement considered, and the nuptiality rates at ageinterval 10-14 extracted from the constructed gross nuptiality tables are shown in table 25. Table 25 shows that zones with highest nuptiality rates at ageinterval 10-14, particularly Northeast and Northwest have highest risk of marital dissolution through divorce, while the rate of marital dissolution due to separation is generally high in all the zones at ageinterval 10-14, except in Southeast zone which exhibit low rate of separation at that age-interval. Incidence of widowhood is the highest in Southeast and South-south, though having the lowest nuptiality rate at age-interval 10-14. The probabilities of eventual exit due to each of the three modes of decrement for the twelve selected states across the six zones are graphically portrayed in Figures 1 to 3 , for an easy comparison at a glance. Figure 1 shows the graphical regional variation in the rate of marital termination due to separation, by age for married females in the selected states in the six geopolitical zones. Rate of marital disruption due to separation is high at lower age-interval, but start to decline around age 25. It could be inferred from figure 2 that married females in Northeast have the highest rate of divorce, while figure 3 shows that married women in Southeast have the highest rate of widowhood.
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
It is evident from the analysis that marriages become more stable as married females advance in age, with zones with high rate of girl-child marriage experiencing high rate of marital instability. Early marriage constitutes a limitation to the educational and employment opportunities of girl-child, and also exposes them to dangerous health risks. Since formal education influences age-at-first marriage and first child birth, a program to encourage young girls to continue formal and informal education is a necessary measure to ensure that young females are profitably occupied before reaching marriageable age. A direct government intervention of an effective legal and policy proposals to legislate a minimum marriage age, free education for females at both primary and secondary school level, therefore is necessary to discourage girl-child marriage. Hopefully, such policy will help in slowing down the high rate of population growth, and in reducing the incidence of maternal morbidity and mortality that tends to accompany adolescent childbearing, and in discouraging girl-child marriage. A relationship between broken homes and moral decadence among youths is a straightforward one. It is therefore, advisable that government should establish more effective marriage counseling units across the nation, with the aim of helping married couples manage their differences. This should help in reducing the high rate of marital dissolution, thereby reducing rate of juvenile delinquency in the society, and in the nation at large.
As much as child marriage has a negative impact on females marital stability, so also is later marriage or marriage delays in Southeast which is usually associated with fatal complications of pregnancy and childbirth that normally characterised advanced age pregnancy. The unfavourable culture of high bridewealth usually demanded from prospective husbands by the brides' family in Southeast should therefore be discouraged. This should encourage men to marry when attaining marriageable age, with an overall effect of removing the wide age-gap that usually exists between couple, which invariably will solve the problem of early widowhood among married females in Southeast.
From this study, it is noticeable that regions where girl-child marriage is prevalent have high rates of marital dissolution due to divorce, and later marriage has a high rate of marital termination through widowhood. To a great extent, adolescent marriage as well as marriage delay has negative implications on marital stability. Appropriate policy should therefore be enforced to discourage girl-child marriage and later marriage of females in order to ensure that Nigerian females marry at the right marriageable age.
Lack of explicit information on the type of marriage, whether polygamy or monogamy, and absence of information on marital mobility of female population, and number of times married, have constituted limitations to this study, which constrained further demographic analysis on the data. The analysts hereby recommend that subsequent population census should include information on types of marriage and marital mobility of married females in order to facilitate further research on marital mobility of married female Nigerians.
